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industries, which commenced with the construction of the first
saw-mill in 1880.
A new motor road runs from the city to Krasnoarmaisk,
a river port which specializes in shipbuilding and the manu-
facture of internal-combustion engines and railway wagons.
The salt works at Lakes Elton and Baskunchak are of the
greatest importance, since they supply about 25 per cent, of
the salt used in the U.S.S.R.
The role of the Volga as an artery which supplies the indus-
trial towns along its banks with coal, iron, oil, and wood,
building materials, salt, raw cotton, and agricultural produce
was strengthened by the construction of railways and the
building of a small canal between the Don and the Volga at
Stalingrad. When the new ship canal replaces the older canal,
and the whole of the Volga is deepened to allow large ships
to proceed from Astrakhan to Moscow (see p. 462), the lands
close to the river will assume even greater importance.
Stalingrad, which even in the days before 1917 was described
as the "solar plexus of the Russian grain belt," will then
become a great industrial metropolis.
Population
Apart from the towns, the population decreases in density
from north-west to south-east, reflecting the decrease in
precipitation. The lands close to the river and around the
delta are distinguished by an extremely dense population.
Russians form 75 per cent, of the population, Germans
8*5 per cent., and Kalmucks over 8 per cent. The remainder
consists of small groups of Tartar, Chuvash, and Mordovian
peoples. The German population before the German-Soviet
war was concentrated in the German Volga Republic, with
its centre at Engels. A large portion of the lower Volga lands
west of the river and south of Stalingrad is included within
the boundaries of the Kalmuck Autonomous Republic.1
The expansion of industry has resulted in a rapid increase
in the urban population, the proportion of which is now a
. * Now a province of the R.S.F.S.R.